Public Education
Utah Citizens’ Counsel Education Committee
Article 3. All Utahns have the right to a public education that ensures literacy, numeracy,
critical thinking, character development, and the capability for responsible citizenship to help
secure a promising future for Utah in a complex, interdependent, and competitive world.
Introduction
Last year’s assessment focused on Utah’s reduced commitment over the past 20 years to funding
public education and consequent reduced student achievement measured against peer states. We
urged the Legislature to reverse its deliberate cuts in income tax rates that have hurt public
education and to increase appropriations, especially for at-risk students and preschool education.
The 2015 Legislature took modest steps to increase support for public education and target
specific areas of need. It increased the value of the weighted pupil unit by 4% and passed a bill to
help equalize state property tax revenues between richer and poorer school districts. It added a
few one-time grants: for instance, for improved school counseling, K-3 reading interventions,
and online preschool programs (Upstart). Nonetheless, earlier cuts in income and property taxes
that did not keep up with enrollment growth continue to reduce public education dollars by
hundreds of millions per year, with concomitant lower national achievement rankings.1 We expect
to return to education finance and achievement measures in future years.

This year we are focusing on our previous recommendation for expanded high-quality preschool
education for children from low-income families, English language learners, and others at risk.
Our focus emerges from recognition that much of the U.S. opportunity gap is attributable to what
happens in children's lives before they reach school age. Commenting on research findings,
distinguished Harvard social scientist Robert Putnam, in his 2015 book on the current status of
U.S. children, stated: "The [opportunity/achievement] gap is already large by the time children
enter kindergarten,” adding later that it does not change appreciably as children progress through
school.2 In other words, the odds of success or failure have already been established.
Context: The Case for Preschool Education
Providing at-risk children with opportunities to become kindergarten ready is one of the most
important ways that Utah can prepare its children to succeed in school and life. To UCC, giving
at-risk preschoolers an equal opportunity to learn is an important human right. Poverty and other
at-risk environments damage educational opportunity. Children from such backgrounds are less
likely to have enriched language interactions with parents, books and computers in the home,
vacations, or other developmental activities outside of school. With such disadvantages, and with
parents generally having fewer years of schooling and holding multiple low income jobs, these
children enter school far behind their middle-class peers.
The UCC Social Support Systems Committee, in this year’s report, documents the critical role of
the first three years of brain development and the loss of cognitive ability that can accrue from
poverty and environmental deprivations. Building on the importance of these early years, we
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share the convincing evidence for the effectiveness of high-quality early childhood education for
three- and four- year-olds. Preschool programs should support families, not in any way act as
substitutes for parents. This said, many parents find supplemental support valuable as they
contend with major challenges that impede the development of their children.3
Research shows that, with high-quality early education, children (1) substantially increase their
vocabulary and capacity to learn as measured by intelligence tests; (2) significantly improve their
academic achievement, once they enter school; and (3) learn appropriate social skills and
behavior patterns that contribute to greater success in school and life.4 Such early education also
benefits society: (1) fewer children need special education; (2) personal and social problems are
reduced; (3) fewer children drop out of school, are unemployed as adults, or poor; and (4) many
more such children become contributing members of society.5 Large-scale studies provide
benefit-cost estimates ranging from three to seven dollars saved for every dollar spent. 6
Forty-one states now have various types of state-funded preschool programs. Twenty-nine use
income as an eligibility criterion.7 Large cities too are funding their own preschool programs and
developing nuanced risk factors. All the programs are optional, but 29 % of the country’s fouryear-olds are enrolled in state-funded preschools.8 Federally funded Head Start enrolls another
7%. Business organizations, foundations, and research agencies are promoting high-quality
preschool education, especially for children who are poor or otherwise at risk.9
Full-day Kindergarten and Preschool Education in Utah
Kindergarten enrollment is optional in Utah, although the great majority of parents enroll their
five-year-olds,10 The Utah State Office of Education (USOE) classifies one third of the 51,000
kindergartners as low income students--those eligible for free or reduced lunch.11 Of the 51,000,
only 18% were in full-day or extended-day kindergarten.12 In contrast, nationally, 77% of 5-yearolds are in full-day kindergarten; our neighbor Colorado enrolls 74%.13 Research clearly shows
that full-day kindergarten results in significant academic gains for the children enrolled.14
Utah is lagging even farther behind in state-funded preschool programs. Yet, some research
indicates that a combination of pre-K and half-day kindergarten achieves better results than fullday kindergarten alone.15 In January 2015, Education Week rated Utah as last in the nation for
public preschool services, noting that the gap between poor children and non-poor children in
Utah preschools had actually grown between 2008 and 2013.16 The Utah Foundation recently
reported that only 13% of the approximately 53,000 four-year-olds were in publicly funded
preschools in 2012-2013--7% in Head Start and 6% in special education17 In short, less than 1%
of the state’s non-special-education preschoolers attended state-funded preschools, a
distressingly low percent that is only marginally higher now.
The few public or public/private high-quality preschool programs18 in Utah are of recent vintage.
Granite School District has the largest such preschool programming of any district in the state,
dating from 2006-07. Last year, it served 883 three-year-olds and 1564 four-year-olds in
programs receiving Title I and "Pay For Success" private investments. Of this number, 88-89%
were eligible for free or reduced lunch. Nine hundred more children were on waiting lists.19Most
other high-quality preschools in the state date from the Legislature's House Bill 96 (2014), which
has provided $3 million in ongoing state funding for competitive three-year grants to school
districts and private preschools to develop high-quality preschool programs.20 To receive this
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funding, preschools must implement the USOE’s Early Childhood Standards for high-quality
programs. Close to a dozen pilot programs have been funded, with more expected to follow.
The various state-funded preschool programs can (and some do) receive additional funding from
foundations, nonprofits, federal grants, municipalities, and sliding-fee-scale payments. Different
curricula and methods, along with varying levels of teacher preparation, parent involvement, and
assessment procedures make the program outcomes difficult to compare currently. The need for
uniform assessment procedures is significant.
The School Readiness Board created under HB 96 can enter into state-financed contracts with
private investors who are willing to front the cost of serving a specific number of children at
high-quality preschools in expectation of a return on their investment. The preschools must
document their high-quality programs and achieve specified outcomes. Such results-based
investments are known as “Pay-For-Success” transactions or social impact loans.
HB 96 contracts were modeled on initial funding from Salt Lake County and the United Way of
Salt Lake ($350,000 and $1 million, respectively), which secured loans from Goldman Sachs and
J.B. Pritzker that enabled six preschool providers to serve an additional 600 children in 201314.21 The providers are Granite and Park City School Districts, YMCA of Northern Utah,
Guadalupe School, Lit’l Scholars, and Children’s Express. HB 96 is providing state funds to
enable the private loans to continue for four additional years, dependent on State appropriation.
This means that 750 children gained access in 2014-15. The plan is to serve a total of 2,250
children in Years 3-5. 22 The need is for far more high-quality preschools across the state, serving
far more at-risk children, and for scaled-up funding from multiple public and private sources.
Commendations23
• The growing public and private awareness of the importance and value of preschool,
especially for children from low-income families or who are English language learners.
Among programs deserving recognition are the following:
-Granite School District’s preschool program, which has extensive teacher and parent
training and longitudinal data showing significant reduction or elimination of the
achievement gap in language arts and math up through seventh grade thus far;
-United Way of Salt Lake’s upfront investment in Pay-For Success preschools and its
collective impact model in Park City, Granite, and Davis school districts;
-YMCA of Northern Utah’s collaboration on high-quality preschools in Ogden District
and Taylorsville Elementary School;
-Washington, Canyons, Salt Lake City, Logan City, Grand, and Davis School
Districts’ pilot preschool programs under HB 96;
-Head Start’s comprehensive approach to health and education services for three- and
four-year olds from low-income families;
-Waterford Institute’s Upstart program (computer-based program at home for fouryear-olds for 15 minutes a day/5 days a week).
•

The parent partnering component in many preschool programs

•

The Utah Legislature’s financial support for preschool, through House Bill 96 (2014)
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•

The Utah State Office of Education’s development of high-quality Early Childhood
Standards for public preschools throughout the state24

•

Salt Lake City’s Capital Education Plan, a comprehensive approach to education from
birth to adulthood, currently in advanced planning stages with foundation support

•

Voices for Utah Children’s independent, nonpartisan research and advocacy for
preschool education

•

The SLC Chamber of Commerce’s involvement of the business community across
the state in support of preschool education as part of its Prosperity 20/20 Initiative

•

Private investors who have helped launch preschool programs in Utah

•

Salt Lake County's financial contribution to preschool education

Recommendations
•

The Utah Legislature should increase funding in steady stages for HB 96 grant
programs and continue to reimburse private investors in the “Pay- For-Success” program.

•

The Utah State Office of Education (USOE) and local education agencies (LEAs)
should dedicate a percentage of their federal Title I funds to expand high-quality
preschool programs for at-risk children. 25 The return on investment will be well worth
more reallocation of Title I funds.

•

City and county governments, with ballot approval, should consider allocating a
percentage of their sales tax revenues to quality preschools in low income areas.

•

The Legislature should fund full-day kindergarten for at-risk children.

•

The University of Utah and USOE, with engaged LEAs, should convene a state-wide
conference to develop uniform assessment measures. Outcomes using varying
curricula and methods can be compared and uniform, reliable kindergarten readiness
assessments established. Leading experts should be invited to share research and best
practices to stimulate expanded program development in Utah.

•

The USOE should develop a strategic statewide plan to scale up high-quality
preschool programming for children at risk across the state.

•

All preschool programs should help parents enhance their own parenting skills
because parents are the greatest influence on their preschool children.

•

As preschool education scales up, high-quality preparation programs, better salaries,
and a career path for preschool teachers must be addressed.
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